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Introduction 
 
Journalists and/or their editors appear to avoid science topics and journalists have the 
reputation of being largely unequipped to handle medical science, environmental science, 
or any science, in ways that do not distort, misrepresent or misunderstand the science and 
that do not promote a continuing feud with scientists. Nurse & Tooze (2000) contend that 
the result of this has been a generally low quality of debate about science issues and 
increased public anxiety. Low levels of understanding are the outcome of the public, the 
media, politicians and other opinion-formers having little idea of how science is done and 
how scientific knowledge is advanced, they argue. Although a convenient solution to this 
problem is seen in the training of specialist science journalists, such an apparent solution 
is impractical and, indeed, probably unsuitable. A better solution would seem to be to 
prepare all journalism trainees for the inevitable encounters with science and technology 
and especially the issues surrounding ever more contentious developments.  This paper 
sets out to address the central question of whether generalist journalists can be better 
equipped to deal successfully with science writing and reporting and whether this can be 
achieved in their normal tertiary education in journalism. It does this in two ways: First, it 
looks at students’ survey responses to a spectrum of questions about science, science in 
the news and their knowledge of basic scientific concepts to explore the potential of 
journalism students to cover science matters. Then it examines the perceived quality of 
journalism students’ writing in a survey of source scientists. The conclusion drawn from 
this is that most journalism students are quite capable performing the task well.  
 
The specialist versus non-specialist science journalist 
 
 As commentators such as Cowen (1984) and Kapitza (1988) and others since, 
such as Kingston (1999) and Roth (2000), have often argued, specialist education appears 
a logical solution to the perceived problems of journalism and science. But this argument 
contains a number of flaws that become apparent under only a little scrutiny. The first is 
that journalism generally does not want or need science specialists, at least in Australia. 
Only about 50 science and/or medical and/or environmental specialists are listed in Gee’s 
Media Guide (2001) and all of these are in metropolitan newspapers, specialist magazines 
and the ABC. Henningham (1995) observes that newspapers and other media generally 
need to be large organisations before permitting themselves the “luxury” of science 
specialists – or, indeed, any specialists.  None of the hundreds of other news 
organisations lists a specialist in anything, let alone in science.  
 
 A second failure of this apparent solution is that the specialist science writer in a 
media organisation may be in some ways least suited to the task of writing about science 
for lay audiences. Dornan (1999) comments that the creation of a full-time science beat 
within a news organisation makes the writer dependent on the cooperation of the 
scientific community. If science is to be a ready source of material, Dornan continues, 
then the journalist must cultivate the trust of scientists, and this can be accomplished only 
by producing coverage of which scientists themselves approve.  
 
 The third and related difficulty is that, as Dunwoody (1994) suggests, specialist 
science journalists appear strongly to want to avoid the unavoidable non-science 
appendages of science, such as the political, social and economic aspects that attach to 
every significant scientific development. Such fastidiousness means that the science 
story, if left to the specialist, usually remains less than half told.  
 
 A fourth weakness in the idea of training of specialists is that specialists appear 
rarely to remain in the news media they have trained to enter. Välliverronen (2001) 
observes that science journalism “has drifted apart from the journalistic field into separate 
media” (p 39). Although no reliable recent figures are available, Schoenfeld (1979) found 
that only a little over one-tenth of environmental-science-journalism graduates over 10 
years remained in the news media. This may be for a number of reasons, but among them 
must be the fact that, although scientists can learn journalism, they do not necessarily 
become competent journalists. The late Ian Anderson, who was Australian editor of New 
Scientist, quoted an anonymous science-journalism educator’s opinion that science 
graduates are “not terrific stylists” and who “asked the time, will tell you how a watch 
works” (1989, p 70). Moyal (1973) cites the then editor of The Age, Melbourne, as 
saying: “We have tried with dismal results to turn science graduates into journalists.” (p 
134). Such “not terrific” journalists, or journalists who see their role as solely that of 
science writers, may well find difficulty adjusting to a newsroom in which they are often 
required to succeed at a wide range of general tasks. 
 
 An alternative is to train journalists to cover science. Yet there are problems 
associated with this, too. An examination of the relatively sparse literature on journalism 
students’ attitudes and experience with science would suggest that most journalism 
students do not have a background in science and are not particularly interested in 
science. Cialdini (1997), for instance, suggesting that the media present a major obstacle 
to the goal of communicating science to the public, observes that media representatives 
are often not up to the task because those who cover science have little formal training in 
it. Case (1992) observes that editors complained that, given growing demand for science 
news and news requiring numeracy, newspeople as a whole are neither well versed in 
science nor mathematics wizards. Fuller (1996) argues that journalists are rarely equipped 
to report science adequately and accurately, at least in the conventional manner. Ankney, 
Moore & Heilman (1996) examined 42 publications and found 52 factual errors, 127 
instances of misuse of technical terms, 29 misspellings or mistakes with proper nouns and 
seven misquotations.  
 
 Tobias (1995) found that liberal arts students in the US, among them pre-
journalism students at junior tertiary level, leave college with three strongly held views 
about science: first, they’re no good at it; second, they don ’t like it very much; and third, 
that science is irrelevant to their future. Splichal & Sparks (1994) found that only 2.1 % 
of journalism students nominated natural sciences as their proposed area of specialisation, 
compared with 21.2% for politics, 26.5% for human interest and 24.6% for culture, arts 
and social science (p 123). Urycki & Weardon (1998) tested US university journalism 
students’ ability to write a simple, yet accurate account of a scientific journal article. 
They found that all students, regardless of university, performed poorly. All articles 
contained serious inaccuracies. Comments from a scientific panel examining the writing 
included “Article was hopelessly muddled”; “Abysmal writing by turns incomprehensible 
and overly simplistic”; “Several errors and distortions of fact suggest a lack of 
comprehension”; “Very poorly written”; “Unclear and confusing”; “Easy to read but 
largely wrong”; “The author does not appear to understand the distinction between 
scientific knowledge and other forms of knowledge” (p 75). 
 
 Given the many cultural and educational similarities between Australia and the 
US, it might be supposed that the situation in Australia would be very similar to that 
discovered by Tobias. However, nothing in the literature suggests that this has been 
tested empirically. But if cultural and educational similarities are accepted, it would be 
expected also that indicators of scientific knowledge also would be comparable. 
Analysing the 1996 National Science Foundation Indicators, Wiley (1996) reports that 
fewer than one in 10 Americans can, for instance, define a molecule. Many know a 
molecule is small, but they do not know how small it is compared with a cell or an atom, 
says Wiley. Moore (1998) adds that public misunderstanding of solar orbits and 
molecules is essentially unchanged from that of 10 years earlier, commenting: 
 
Only 48 percent know that the earth goes around the Sun once a year. Only 48 percent know the earliest 
humans did not live at the same time as the dinosaurs. With those results, one could argue that half the 
adult population of the United States is scientifically illiterate (p 498). 
 
With all this considered, this paper seeks to address two major research questions: 
 
RQ1: To what extent are journalism students potentially equipped to cover 
science? 
 
RQ2: How well can journalism students perform in covering science matters after 
minimum instructions?  
 
Method 
 
 To answer the above research questions, we conducted two surveys during 1999-
2003. In the first survey, first-year science and journalism students at the University of 
Queensland were given an identical survey form and asked to complete the form in class 
time. Survey forms were issued in the same week to students at the start of lecture times 
in lecture halls on the university campus. Introduction to Journalism and Chemistry 1 
were selected as representative of journalism and science respectively, since each was an 
initial prerequisite subject. 
 
 In order to measure students’ potential to cover science matters, we go beyond 
direct indicators such as formal science awareness and background. A range of other 
variables might exercise a considerable influence on the future quality of their science 
reports as well as their merits as science reporters/writers. For example, a negative 
attitude to the quality of current media coverage of science matters might motivate 
someone to choose science journalism and to try for better reporting. Or the perceived 
level of the extent to which some subjects are “scientific” is clearly related to science 
news judgment and selection. The questionnaire, therefore, asked for responses to 32 
questions, including demographic information; interests in science outside univers ity; 
perceived role of science information and evaluations of the quality of science coverage 
in the media; trust in science; ratings of the “scientificness” of 13 common disciplines; 
perceived likelihood of two common extraordinary scientific phenomena; and most 
importantly, awareness of common science phenomena. Some of these indicators are 
used for purposes beyond this paper. In total, 642 students participated in the study (336 
science students and 306 journalism students).  
 
 In the second survey (answering the second research question), source scientists 
were asked to rate the quality of journalism students’ science reports. Between 1999 and 
2003, the School of Journalism and Communication at T he University of Queensland 
went some way towards equipping undergraduates with science-writing and science 
experience, with a third-year elective called Science and Technology Journalism 
(McIlwaine, Green & Tanner, 2001). Between 10 and 18 final-year undergraduate 
students each year completed the one-semester course since it was established. The 
course requires no previous knowledge of science beyond what might have been 
encountered at high school. After four hours of lectures covering an examination of what 
is published in Australia on science and technology, scientific publishing, interpretation 
of scientific publication, and principal problems with popularisation of science, each 
student was given the title of a recent or current scientific journal article. Students were 
required to find and read the article and to contact the author or authors for comment and 
explanation of the article. The students then wrote a news story using the article and the 
author’s comments.1 Students were told that the stories would be evaluated by the 
sources but were instructed not to allow the sources to see the stories before they were 
submitted. The stories were sent on the day they were submitted (usually within two 
weeks of the interview) to the authors for their responses on an 11-response form. 
Responses on a standard five-value Likert were sought for six statements concerning the 
quality of students’ work (see Table 9 for exact wording). An open-ended opportunity to 
comment on students’ work was provided at the end of the survey form. In total, 69 
responses were received, from 87 forms sent out (a response rate of slightly over 78%)2. 
 
 Responses were analysed in the professional Stata software – version 8, using a 
range of statistical techniques. All “don’t know” responses were treated as missing data. 
For the first research question, in addition to analysing journalism students’ scores on 
each of these variables, we used science students’ corresponding scores as a benchmark 
for evaluating the former. Hypothesis testing for the means and proportions was 
intensively used to provide productive and meaningful to compare them with their 
science counterparts. For the second research question, scientists’ ratings of students’ 
work were analysed as indicators. In addition to analysis of mean scores on individual 
questions, an index of respondents’ score was constructed to explore the overall 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction with students’ work. Because of the small sample in this 
survey, no attempt was made to analyse responses by statistically comparing sub-groups. 
Differences in students’ writing ability, as well as differences in degree of complexity of 
the scientific papers, combined with predictably subjective responses from sources 
(Dornan 1999) would not allow analysis with precision. 
 
General findings 
 
Survey 1: 
 Table 1 shows respondents’ science education background in terms of when they 
did the last science subject at school. More than three quarters (82.2%) of the sample 
reported year 12. Almost all science students (98%) and nearly two-thirds (65%) of 
journalism students did so. In total, more than seven out of ten did science not long 
before they completed high school (year 11 or 12). 
 
 
 
Table 1: Science background of science and journalism students
 
 Last year of science at 
 school 
 Science students 
 
 Journalism students 
  
 Whole sample 
  Grade 12  328 
 (97.6%) 
200 
(65.4%) 
528 
(82.2%) 
  Grade 11  4 
 (1.2%) 
 19 
 (6.2%) 
 23 
 (3.6%) 
  Grade 10  2 
 (0.6%) 
 80 
 (26.1%) 
 82 
 (12.8%) 
  Grade 9  0 
 (0.0%) 
 2 
 (0.7%) 
 2 
 (0.3%) 
  Grade 8 or earlier   2 
 (0.6%) 
 5 
 (1.6%) 
 7 
 (1.1%) 
  Total   336 
 (100%) 
 336 
 (100%) 
 642 
 (100%) 
 
 
However, in terms of science interest outside university studies, Table 2 shows that 
journalism students were far behind their science counterparts. Hypothesis testing shows 
this is a statistically significant difference. 
 
Table 2: Interest in science outside university studies (mean score out of 5)a 
 
 Science students 
 (n = 336) 
 Journalism students 
 (n =306) 
 Statistically significant  
 differenceb 
 3.65  2.56  Yes 
 (p # 0.00) 
 (a) 1 = “very low”;  5 = “very high”; (b) At 95% confidence level 
 
 There were also significant differences between the two groups in their trust in 
science – as shown in Table 3. Both groups were likely to disagree with the statement 
that science cannot be trusted to do more good than harm (mean score of 2.20 for science 
students and 2.46 for the others). The former, however, were more likely to object to the 
statement. In other words, both groups have a moderate trust in the good of science but 
journalism students’ trust was not as high as that of science students.  In contrast, both 
groups scored above-average mean scores on their attitudes to genetic manipulation, i.e., 
both more or less agreed that this was an act of violating natural laws. Science students, 
however, scored significantly lower on this issue, suggesting that they hold a less 
“humanistic” view than their journalism counterparts on how science should be done. 
 
Table 3: Trust in science (mean score out of 5)a 
 
  Science  
 students 
 ( n1) 
 Journalism students
 (n2) 
 Statistically        
significant  difference
 Genetic manipulation is wrongly interfering 
 with nature’s laws 
 (n1= 314; n2 = 282) 
 
 2.68 
 
 3.08 
 
 Yes 
 (p = 0.0002) 
 Science cannot be trusted to do more good 
 than harm 
 (n1= 313; n2 = 286) 
 
 2.20 
 
 2.46 
 
 Yes 
 (p = 0.004) 
 
 (a) 1 = “strongly disagree”; 3 = “neutral”; 5 = “strongly agree” 
 
 
 Regarding the perceived role of science knowledge, nearly nine of 10 in each 
student group (87% and 88%) thought everyone in society should know about science 
(Table 4). An independence (chi squared) test shows that perceived role of science 
knowledge and study majors are statistically independent. In other words, science 
students and journalism students share the same views on the role of science knowledge 
in daily life. 
 
Table 4: Perceived role of science knowledge in society 
 
Everyone should know about
science 
Science students 
 (n = 284) 
Journalism students 
 (n = 266) 
Whole sample 
 Yes  87.0%  88.0%  87.0% 
 No  13.0%  12.0%  13.0% 
 Total  100.0%  100.0%  100.0% 
 
 Pearson chi2(1) = .12; Pr = 0.724 
 
 
In terms of attitudes to science information in the media, there is a statistically significant 
difference between the two groups (Table 5). While journalism students scored lower 
(3.24) than science students (3.45) in their responses to the statement that media coverage 
of science is often wrong or sensationalised, they scored higher (2.84, compared to 2.57) 
in responses to the statement that science coverage in the media is usually boring).  
 
 
Table 5: Attitudes to science coverage in the media (mean score out of 5)a 
 
  Science  
 students 
 (n1) 
Journalism students
 (n2) 
 Statistically  
 significant 
 difference 
 Science coverage often wrong or 
  sensationalised 
 (n1= 274; n2 = 222) 
 
 3.45 
 
 3.24 
 
 Yes 
 (p = .007) 
Science coverage usually boring 
(n1= 325; n2 = 300) 
 
 2.57 
 
 2.84 
 
 Yes 
 (p = .0007) 
 
(a) 1 = “strongly disagree”; 3 = “neutral”; 5 = “strongly agree” 
 
 
 When it comes to judgments of the level of “scientificness” of certain disciplines 
(Table 6), two groups of disciplines are indicated by the findings. The first group, 
containing five out of the 12 surveyed disciplines (astrology, economics, creation science, 
psychic aura studies, and channelling), received scores around the average point of 2.5. It 
is notable that science students and journalism students share a fairly mild tolerance for 
pseudoscience. This may well have a basis in the ubiquity of such information in popular 
culture and media. The other fact worth noticing is that the important discipline of 
economics falls into this bottom group, along with ideas such as channelling (2.366) and 
astrology (2.421). This might be because students at this level of education are not aware 
that the “dismal” science does in fact employ aspects of science and mathematics that 
ought to give it a more “scientific” character. The second group received far above-
average ratings of “scientificness”. Genetic modification was placed on top of the list 
(4.54), followed by global-warming assertions (4.368), studies of sun and moon 
movements (4.362), astronomy (4.328), psychoanalysis (3.900), theories of alternative 
universes coexisting with our planet (3.779), and probability estimation (3.459). 
Interestingly, these patterns of findings were almost identical in the two groups of 
students.  
 
 
Table 6: Perceived levels of ‘scientificness’ of  common disciplines (mean score)a 
 
  Science  
 students 
 (n1) 
 Journalism 
  students 
 (n2) 
 Whole sample  Statistically  
 significant  
 difference 
 Psychoanalysis  
 (n1= 271; n2 = 270) 
 3.848  3.951  3.900  No 
 (p = 0.241) 
 
 Genetic modification  
 (n1= 327; n2 = 289) 
 4.550  4.529  4.540  No 
 (p = 0.756) 
 
 Astrology 
 (n1= 324; n2 = 295) 
 2.336  2.515  2.421  No 
 (p = 0.112) 
 
 Economics 
 (n1= 276; n2 = 267) 
 2.714  2.711  2.713  No 
 (p = 0.982) 
 
 Creation science 
 (n1= 292; n2 = 280) 
 2.517  2.521  2.519  No 
 (p = 0.970) 
 
 Theories of alternative universes’ 
 coexistence  
 (n1= 295; n2 = 284) 
 
 3.752  3.806  3.779  No 
 (p = 0.554) 
 
 Astronomy  
 (n1= 323; n2 = 293) 
 4.269  4.392  4.328  No 
 (p = 0.109) 
 
 Psychic aura studies 
 (n1= 303; n2 = 288) 
 2.617  2.635  2.626  No 
 (p = 0.864) 
 
 Study of sun and moon movement to 
  predict tides  
 (n1= 323; n2 = 300) 
 
 4.306  4.423  4.362  No 
 (p = 0.113) 
 
 Channelling 
 (n1= 290; n2 = 276) 
 2.366  2.366  2.366  No 
 (p # 1.000) 
 
 Global warming assertions  
 (n1= 318; n2 = 299) 
 
 4.301  4.438  4.368  No 
 (p = 0.054) 
 
 Estimation of probability 
 (n1= 308; n2 = 285) 
 3.477  3.438  3.459  No 
 (p = 0.682) 
 
 
 (a) 1 = “not at all to do with science”; 5 = “very much to do with science” 
 
 
 There was, however, a clear difference in science and journalism students’ 
science awareness (Table 7). Of the eight items asked, only two (questions about sun 
movement and about anthrax and meningococcal diseases) received no statistically 
significant difference in the proportions of correct answers between the two groups. 
These two items were also the most and least appreciated science issues: sun movement 
was correctly understood by 93% of science students and 91% of the others, and anthrax 
and meningococcal diseases by only 24% of the former and 27% of the latter. 
 
Table 7: Proportions of science and journalism students with correct answers to 
common science matters 
 
  Science students 
  
Journalism students
  
 
 Statistically 
 significant  
 difference 
Sun movement 
 
 0.93 
 
 0.91 
 
 No 
 (p = 0.529) 
 
Cold flow  0.36  0.18  Yes 
 (p = 0.000) 
 
Vacuum movement  0.61 
 
 0.48  Yes 
 (p = 0.0009) 
 
Water expansion  0.88  0.79  Yes 
  (p = 0.002) 
 
Ozone holes  0.50  0.35  Yes 
 (p = 0.000) 
 
Antibiotics  0.52  0.39  Yes 
 (p = 0.0009) 
 
Anthrax and meningococcal diseases   0.24  0.27  No 
 (p = 0.30) 
 
Coin tossing probability 
 
 0.79  0.69  Yes 
 (p = 0.007) 
 
 
 
 However, in responding to less “extreme” questions, such as the six other science 
matters, journalism students were consistently and significantly less aware. The 
proportion of journalism students with correct answers was 18 points behind that of their 
science counterparts in the question about heat flow, 15 points in the relationship between 
global warming and ozone holes, 13 points in vacuum movement, also 13 points in the 
effect of antibiotics on virus infections, 10 points in coin-tossing probability, and 8 points 
in water expansion. These questions are all either counter-intuitive (heat flow, vacuum 
movement, coin-tossing, water expansion) or subject to widespread conflation in media 
and general discussion (antibiotics, ozone holes). The responses to these questions are 
much more in line with the responses from surveys of wider populations. 
Survey 2: 
 Responding on the quality of students’ science work after minimal instructions, 
source scientists’ responses to the second survey were generally positive, despite some 
very negative individual assessments. An index of scores by the 69 respondents was 
constructed by adding individual scores for individual items. This ranges from -12 
(indicating an individual’s absolute negative evaluation, i.e. strongly disagreeing with all 
the six statements) to 12 (absolute positive evaluation). The index is reliable with a 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.85. Table 8 shows the frequency distribution of this 
index. It shows the overwhelming pattern of satisfaction with science reports by 
journalism students – no respondents reported a highly negative evaluation (scoring from 
-12 to -7) and only less than 12% gave a somewhat negative evaluation. About four of ten 
were strongly satisfied with the work by students – and another 45% gave an overall 
score of +1 to +6. In addition, the overall mean satisfaction rate of 0.89 shown in Table 9, 
although not suggesting that respondents were wildly enthusiastic about students’ stories, 
does indicates that, under the circumstances, the stories were generally considered 
competent, at least in the areas surveyed. 
 
Table 8: Scientists’ total evaluation of students’ work* 
 
 Number Frequency 
 -12 to -7  0  0.0% 
 -6 to -1  8  11.6% 
 0  2  2.9% 
 +1 to +6  31  44.5% 
 +7 to +12  28  40.5% 
 Total  69  100.0% 
* Index of six variables; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85 
 
 
Further analysis and answers to research questions 
 
RQ1: To what extent are journalism students potentially equipped to cover science? 
 
 As Table 1 shows, more than seven out of 10 journalism students in the first 
survey did science not long before they completed high school (year 11 or 12). This 
proves that at least journalism students had a considerable background in science. In 
addition, although reporting much less interest in science outside university study, 
journalism students did not score a low mean in this item –  they maintained an above-
average level of interest (2.56) in science matters outside university. All this suggests that 
the science background of first-year journalism students can not be described as poor. 
This probably reflects the fact that, unlike previous generations of high-school students, 
students in the 2000s in Australian high schools who wish to ensure their entry to 
university in the program of their choice are unlikely to avoid mathematics or science 
subjects in their final two years to maximise their academic ranking through “scaling” 
(Cooney & Warton 2002). 
 
 Meanwhile, the findings about trust in science do not reflect fully what could be 
expected from anecdotal evidence and from what appears in the literature. While a 
significant difference was to be expected, given that science students could be assumed to 
value science highly and as inherently good in that it was worth doing, the relatively low 
level of mistrust of science among journalism students suggests they do not fit the mould 
as predicted by the literature. The inference is that the high level of high school science 
education among journalism students has conditioned them to be less alienated from 
science and, therefore, less suspicious. This also explains why science students and 
journalism students are not different in their views on the role of science knowledge in 
daily life. In terms of attitudes to science information in the media, the difference 
between journalism and science students appears to be due to their discipline orientations 
– while science students were less happy with the accuracy of science information, the 
others were more critical of the “interestingness” of science coverage.  
 
 Perhaps most strikingly, there was no statistically significant difference between 
science and journalism students in their average ratings of the level of “sciencetificness” 
of any of the 12 questioned disciplines (Table 6). This result is surprising on both counts: 
almost identical results and the high level of perception by journalism students of the 
scientific component of these issues. This suggests that they would be as good in judging 
the newsworthiness of science news as opposed to pseudo-science – a discernment 
crucial to reporting to the public about science matters.  
In terms of science awareness, there is nothing unexpected in the clear difference 
between science and journalism students reported in Table 7. It must be noted, however, 
that journalism students were not as ignorant of science as might be expected. Of the 
eight questions, three (sun movement, water expansion, and coin-tossing probability) 
were correctly answered by more than two-thirds of journalism students (91%, 79% and 
69% respectively); one (vacuum movement) by nearly half (48%); two (antibiotics and 
ozone holes) by more than one-third (39% and 35%). 
Answer to RQ1 
 
 There is very little to suggest from this survey that typical journalism students 
have any characteristics that would prevent them from coping with most science-based 
work in journalism. While some specific areas showed clear differences between science 
and journalism students’ knowledge and attitudes, most of the results demonstrated that 
the two groups were much more alike than different. It is apparent that the level of 
science education undertaken and science knowledge retained by non-science students 
entering a tertiary institution such as The University of Queensland in the early 2000s is 
uniformly much higher than the standard outcomes of general-population surveys 
conducted throughout the world in the past 50 years, while they also appear to contrast 
with studies of US college students (Tobias 1995). The results indicate also that at least 
for journalism students, who must reach a relatively elite level of matriculation standard 
for the University of Queensland, concerns about science cognition need not be as great 
as some educators would assert. It can be concluded confidently that the great majority of 
such journalism students would be well-equipped to deal as successfully with science 
writing as with any other task. 
 
 
RQ2: How well can journalism students perform in covering science matters after 
minimal instruction? 
 
 As noted, the scientists participating in the second survey were moderately 
positive about journalism students’ science work. For detailed examination, Table 9 
shows mean scores for each of the six surveyed questions. 
 
Table 9: Source scientists’ ratings of students’ science reports (mean values) 
 
The article was a fair and accurate account of the issue.  0.826 
The scientific and mathematical terms in the article were accurate. 
 
 0.710 
Personal titles and names, as well as organisation names, were accurately 
reported. 
 
0.840 
The article communicated the most important matters raised in the 
research. 
 
1.014 
The research discussed was not trivialised. 
 
 1.130 
The research discussed was not sensationalised. 
 
 0.840 
 
 
 The least positive mean response – 0.710 – to the second statement (“The 
scientific and mathematical terms in the article were accurate”) is in line with what 
Ankney, Moore & Heilman (1998) found. Serious errors of this kind reported by sources 
in this survey included mistaking vitamin A for vitamin E, failing to understand the 
significance of statistical numbers, using words such as “prevention” in a medical story – 
where the research and researchers emphasised only reduced risk – and misquotations 
that would have had one researcher “metaphorically castrated” by his peers and which 
another found merely potentially embarrassing. 
 
 The second least mean response of 0.826 was given to “The article was a fair and 
accurate account of the issue”. In the open-ended comments, respondents did identify 
several examples of errors with figures, including simply incorrect numbers being used, 
along with failure to correctly round off to two decimal places. Although the literature is 
replete with complaints about mistakes with technical terms and about ignorance of what 
numbers actually mean, the examples above of exaggerated success claims and 
embarrassing misquotations are of the kinds that rank even higher in the literature’s 
records of complaints by scientists. However, even taking into account that the students 
had the opportunity to have the research paper explained by sources, the results appear to 
be far less negative than those obtained by Urycki & Weardon (1998). 
 
 The third least mean score (0.84) was given also to another aspect of accuracy, 
Question 3 (“Personal titles and names, as well as organisational names, were accurately 
reported”). If nothing else, these three sets of responses (Questions 1, 2 and 3), when 
compared to responses to Questions 4 and 5, demonstrate that the chief difficulty students 
have with science stories is fundamental accuracy. Most journalism educators are 
probably aware that such shortcomings are not confined to students’ science stories. 
However, even though the fundamental need for accuracy is emphasised, this aspect of 
science writing clearly warrants greater attention.  
 
 The third lowest mean of 0.84 was shared by responses to Question 6 (“ The 
research discussed was not sensationalised”) supporting previous findings that scientist 
sources, although positive in this study, are still somewhat uncomfortable with 
journalists’ concepts of news values However, the sources appeared generally to concede 
that the stories properly addressed the salient matters in the research work (Question 4), 
which generally has a moderate positive correlation with the other five variables 
(correlation coefficients from 0.41 to 0.56).  
 
 The second-highest mean score, from the response to Question 4 (“The article 
communicated the most important matters raised in the research”) and the highest mean 
score, from the response to Question 5 (“The research discussed was not trivialised”) are 
clearly indications of a relationship. The highest mean, for Question 5, indicates clearly 
that “trivialisation” was not a major factor in the sources’ critiques. The cautious 
acceptance suggests scientists are becoming aware that simplified language is essential 
for lay understanding or, indeed, lay attention of any kind. 
 
Answer to RQ2 
 
 Although the outcomes of this survey cannot be extrapolated directly with 
confidence on to the wider picture, they do support the hypothesis that contemporary 
journalism students, given even minimal instruction and experience, can begin to handle 
competently science stories from primary and secondary sources. 
 
Conclusions 
 
 The findings of this paper may go some way towards eroding the notion that, if 
science must be more widely, deeply, accurately and inclusively covered, scientists 
trained in journalism or journalists immersed somehow in the huge mosaic of science are 
the only people to do it. Expensive and extensive undergraduate and postgraduate 
programs, which may be relied on to produce specialists, are not the only way that 
journalism education can supply the everyday practice of journalism with people who can 
report on science, at least to the exacting standards of scientists. Indeed, journalists who 
are likely to treat science as another important aspect of society may be of much greater 
value than specialists to audiences seeking to take part in the debate about the great 
scientific and technological questions facing them now and in the future. This paper does 
not attempt to argue that a little learning is all graduates need to make them competent 
science writers overnight. But it does suggest that if all journalism students were given a 
foundation of science writing – a one-semester course or perhaps even less – that 
articulated with other basic aspects of journalism, including the democratic imperatives 
of journalism, they would have a sound platform from which to approach science stories. 
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